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ABSTRACT

This thesis is about the changing gender roles for women after the Civil War. The
subjects of this thesis focuses on a small group of wealthy white women whose wills
were filled in the Fulton County Courthouse in the city of Atlanta between 1880-1920.
By focusing on the wills of a few select women during this time, this thesis is able
to more closely examine the changes in these gender roles as well as their effects on the
lives of a handful of women.
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INTRODUCTION

The Civil War was a devastating event in American History. Once it was over, the
United States as a whole had an immense death toll. In the South, where the majority of
the war had taken place, its citizens were left not only to bury their dead but to rebuild
their lives completely; and, in many cases, literally from the ground up. For generations
after, southerners rebuilt their homes and cities. Citizens of the former Confederate states
found themselves defeated, humiliated, and forced to adjust to the new normal. Near the
end of the war, the southern states faced shortages of basic necessities like food, as well
as an abundance of death. The great suffering caused by the aftermath of this war has
been burned into the collective consciousness of the American people. It is no wonder
that this time period has been studied and analyzed in great detail since the war came to
an end. Many scholars have debated the effects and implications of Reconstruction for
over 150 years. Scholarship focusing on the post-war South is vast in the areas of politics
and effects on the African American community. It has only been in the past 40 years that
scholars have begun to take a serious look at the effects of Reconstruction on gender. In
the city of Atlanta, white women were faced with a whole new reality. From the ashes
came a mass rebuilding effort which also created an influx of wealth. The women of
Atlanta were in a unique position. As Reconstruction the city became a symbol of the
new south, the city sprung up around them. Although the new growth created new
opportunities, white southerners continued to fight against the societal changes that were
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brought on by the emancipation of African Americans. The resistance against these
changes created a complex relationship between the values of white southerners and the
changing society around them. In the area of gender specifically, white southerners were
quickly changing their perspective to fit the white supremacist foundations of the social
hierarchy that had been the norm in the antebellum south. These women were forced into
a balancing act between the values of the old South and the changing reality of post war
Atlanta. Their lives and deaths were an indication of the changing attitudes and
perceptions of the role of women in this new era.
Especially in antebellum southern society, gender not only assigned a person a
predetermined list of expected behaviors, but it also molded the way people made
decisions regarding each other. Although advances in what we would now consider
gender equality were made during the postwar period through greater education
opportunities and more women entering public life, the idea that women should ascribe to
certain patterns of behavior was still the concept that most people operated under. While
most women during this time shared some of the common experiences of womanhood
and gender roles, this thesis focuses on women of a particular class and race and their
particular experiences.
I have chosen to focus my studies on the experiences of white women of a higher
social status. While the experiences of women of color and women of low socioeconomic
standing are equally important, and these women have made many underrepresented
contributions, due to length, time constraints, and greater abundance of source material
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from my subjects, they will not be the focus of this work. Attempting to include them in
this thesis would be a disservice to those women as I would not be able to give them the
depth and detail of research that they deserve. Therefore, I have made a conscious
decision to focus on wealthy white women in particular. In my focus on wealthy white
women, I am not rigidly defining their socioeconomic status by distinguishing “elite”
planter families from “upper middle class” families involved in mercantile business
activities. Rather, I am simply focusing on women whose families had substantial capital
and real property to dispose of through their wills and bequests. I understand that by
choosing these women, I am focusing on a particularly privileged section of the
community. The women I will address were women who were able to leave more of
themselves behind in various documents or have details written by others about them.
These documents allow for their stories to be told more completely than those who did
not have the advantage of whiteness or wealth on their side. They were discussed often
and at length by the men in public as well as a few notable women. Their safety and
honor were often considered, facilitating the task of better understanding the time period
in which they lived.
Wills are one of the most private legal documents anyone will ever encounter.
These documents symbolize the culmination of an entire life on a few sheets of paper.
While some testators may not have many physical items to give, they make an effort to
make those pages count. Wills assure that legacies are passed down. They are a statement
that the dead leave behind as a kind of final word. For those reasons, reading them gives
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researchers a unique glimpse into the values held by these individuals. These wills can
often pull back the curtain not only on the life of the individual, but allow us to have
specific examples of how societal factors, expectations, and ethics can affect people in
that place and time. In the case of memory, it is interesting to see how those facing their
mortality, indirectly, wish to leave their legacy. In wills, language and silence are both
equally important. What did the person give? How do they describe the beneficiary?
Whom do they leave out? What kinds of pressures do they place on the beneficiaries? All
of these questions both allow us more clarity and yet create more questions. For these
reasons I have chosen to use wills as the most prominent source material in my work.
Along with wills, I have also chosen to look at newspapers and census records to give a
more complete picture of the lives of these individual women. While the census records
provide a more clear list of traceable factual data, newspapers add a unique quality which
is not achieved by either the wills nor the census data. The newspapers provide not only
an account of the actual events themselves but also of the general zeitgeist and give
context to these events themselves. By primarily examining these three kinds of primary
sources, we are able to see a more complete picture of postbellum Atlanta society.
When the Civil War came to an end, everything was different. Not only did white
southerners have to deal directly with the physical loss of their properties and the
devastation that was the mass loss of human life, but with the abolition of slavery and the
emancipation of African Americans; in fact, the entire social hierarchy had been turned
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on its head. The Antebellum South had a social order, which on the surface seemed to be
quite simple, but upon closer inspection, was really quite complex.
On the surface, a person was classified by his or her socioeconomic standing,
gender, and race. At the top of the hierarchy were the rich white men or "gentlemen" who
were seen as the protectors, leaders, and decision-makers of both their household and
their businesses. These men were measured by their "honor," or public reputation, which
they protected in every area of their life. The rich men were followed closely behind by
the white women of the same social class. With many expectations, social/moral
obligations, and other requirements placed on her as a condition to her sex and stature in
society, the wealthy white woman stood as the moral backbone to the home. It was her
job to educate and maintain the Christian morality of the home. She did not do any
serious work outside of her religious community, nor did she busy herself with any task
outside of the domestic sphere. She was expected to conform to an ideal vision of piety,
purity, and submissiveness to the closest male relative. After elite women came the lower
class whites in the same gender order and lastly, placed outside of the scheme of
personhood were African American slaves. Though we as modern observers look back on
the emancipation of slaves as the obviously right moral choice, we cannot forget the level
of social upheaval that this caused. The roles that many white southerners ascribed to and
1

educated their children under was effectively destroyed . As time went on, this hierarchy

Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lady: from Pedestal to Politics, 1830-1930 (Charlottesville, VA:
University Press of Virginia, 1995), 106.
1
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and its expectations changed. These changes affected everything from social lives to the
legal options that were available to women.
Examining private sources like wills, in conjunction with supplementary public
sources like newspapers and census records, can help us understand the Southern social
order. The following sections will examine the evolution in gender roles through the
stories of women who met their end in the heart of Atlanta and who’s wills were filed in
the Fulton County Courthouse. The first chapter deals directly with the roles of these
women as property owners. As necessity forced the role of women to change from one of
isolation in her home, to one of much more public economic agency, antiquated laws
regarding the property rights of married women in the state of Georgia changed. These
significant changes not only safeguarded the wealth of each family but also allowed
women to gain a greater level of financial agency that had not been previously available
in Georgia. The next chapter examines the concept of memory in southern society and
how the Civil War along with changing gender roles. Although many of these roles are
changing and creating more space for women in public business, the concepts of memory
and memorialization were still greatly tied to feminine gender roles. As the role of white
women changed into a more public one, so too did the memorialization of their dead and
of the society that had once stood. The final chapter examines the different ways in which
wealthy white women expanded into the public sphere by entering spaces like the job
market as well as expanding the power of women as individual executors.

6

Scholars like Drew Gilpin Faust, Leanne Whites, and Jane Turner Censer have all
written in depth about the experiences of women before, during and after the Civil War
which have all helped inspire this work. In her book Mothers of Invention: Women of the
Slaveholding South in the American Civil War, Drew Gilpin Faust provides a picture of
how women as decision makers who were able to use the indirect power that their role in
the established social hierarchy afforded them to make tough decisions and ultimately
call their men home. In her book she takes a look at important themes that affected the
lives of these women as they faced a world that was quickly changing. Similarly, in The
Civil War as a Crisis in Gender, Leanne Whites chooses Augusta Georgia as a central
location for the women of her study. Unlike Faust, Whites examines these themes and
extends the analysis past the conflict through Reconstruction. In her book The
Reconstruction of White Womanhood, 1865-1895, Jane Turner Censer focuses on similar
themes specifically in the lives of elite white women. This work seeks to combine the
themes and approaches of each of these historians while looking more closely at the
individual lives of specific women than most of the current scholarship. By exploring
these ideas and choosing resources which allow a deeper level of analysis of each
individual life, I have created a work that focuses on the lives of a number of women in
more detailed focus. While much of the scholarship on the subject of elite white southern
women chooses a broader approach, this work provides a closer look into the individual
lives of several women and their circumstances.
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CHAPTER ONE
PROPERTY, REAL AND PERSONAL

2

Julia O'keefe Nelson was born in Fulton County in the heart of Atlanta in 1860.

She was a stunning young woman from a well-known and wealthy family in the city. It
was no surprise that at the age of twenty-three, Julia married a man by the name of
3

Charles Campbell Nelson. While he claimed to be a banker, he turned out to be a
con-man who had not only cheated many people out of their money in several states but
also turned out to have both a wife and child in Ontario, (Canada). According to records
from the states of Kansas, Louisiana, and Texas, Nelson would come to a town, gain the
trust of the locals, set up a banking operation, and leave in the middle of the night with
4

the money. Julia must not have been aware of his activities because she married him in
1884. He abandoned her. He continued to show up in newspaper articles. In those four
years, he was spotted in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee, but after a while, his trail went cold. It
was not until 1888 that he was caught in Canada with Julia’s help. Julia, however, was
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Julia O’Keefe, “Free Inhabitants of Atlanta City Ward 5 in the County of fulton State of Georgia
enumerated by me, on the 6th day of July, 1860. C.H. Chandler Ass’t Marshal” (1860 census, Atlanta GA,
146
3
Julia O’Keefe, “Marriage License” ( Record of Marriages Book E, Atlanta Ga, 1885), 724
4
“Legal.” Leavenworth Times. April 22, 1881. https://www.newspapers.com
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still able to support herself through what can only be assumed to be the investments that
5

she inherited from her family as a part-owner of at least one boarding house.

Although Nelson was able to con his way into a marriage with the eldest
daughter of one of the most prominent Atlanta families at the time, Julia's money and
familial investments were hers. She was a property owner and was able to act as such.
Unlike women only a short ten years before her marriage, Julia was not forced to hand
over her property to her husband upon her marriage. She was able to keep both the
money earned from investments as well as her financial future safe from the man who
had conned hundreds of people in the U.S. and Canada. Julia was the child of Sarah
O'keefe and Dr. Daniel C. O'keefe. While the O'keefes were known primarily in the
professional fields of medicine and education, many of their assets were boarding houses
6

throughout Atlanta. Although Dr. O'keefe's wife and daughter sold many of his assets at
the time of his death, Sarah was able to retain at least one property and maintain an
income.
Examining the wills of women in Atlanta in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
clarifies that the laws which were created to protect the property of married women.
Gender equity itself , however, was not the original intent of these laws – they were by no
means meant to advance feminist ideology. Instead, they were designed to protect
familial wealth which inadvertently opened up doors for increased gender equity. By
creating laws that legitimized these women as financially independent agents, women

5

Sarah O’Keefe, “Last Will of Sarah O’Keefe” (Will Book E, Fulton County Atlanta Ga, 1914) 494-495
“Chapel at Baptist Home Will Be Dedicated Thursday,” The Atlanta Constitution, July 25, 1925, p. 14.
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were able to step further into public life through their new ability to behave like property
owners. Although this was not the only step that gave women the confidence to demand
suffrage, which the U.S. would achieve on a national level only six years after Sara
O'keefe's death, laws protecting married women's property pushed American society to
give women a more equitable standing in the eyes of the law. After her husband's
departure, Julia O'keefe Nelson was very heavily involved in public matters and politics.
She was the first woman elected to Atlanta's school board and was vocal in many matters.
7

She was also heavily involved in the memorialization of her parents through the naming
8

of a high school and a chapel. Her bold attitude and public outspokenness, however,
represented the opposite kind of behavior entirely that the officials creating the property
right laws had in mind.
The primary purpose of a will is the division and administration of property. The
testator traditionally uses the document as a way to divide all of their belongings in a way
that is most beneficial to those inheriting them or that best fits the legacy that they would
like to leave to the world. How people choose to distribute their inheritance is often a
sign of the circumstances of the time in which they lived and how these times may have
affected the beneficiaries. In the case of southern women as both testators and
beneficiaries, the kinds of property that they were both giving and inheriting combined
with the effects of events like the Civil War, Reconstruction, and the subsequent

“Atlanta Public School History Is Told Briefly by W. W. Gaines” The Atlanta Constitution, January 29,
1922, p. 6.
8
The Atlanta Constitution, July 25, 1925, p. 14.
7
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economic growth, were a testament to the effects of the new legal standing of women as
property owners. These laws created a legal space for women to use ownership of
property as a form of financial and housing security and gave them a new level of agency
in public spaces.
In the antebellum South, which inherited England’s Common Law system,
married women did not have the right to own their property. When a woman married,
rights to property that she inherited or otherwise had rights to as a single woman
transferred to her husband. This model was a perfect fit for the social structure and
expectations of the time. Among many other aspects of life, these expectations called for
women to be uninvolved in the management of finances. marriage, however, was in large
part, a financial exchange in which the husband would receive not only a new wife but all
the financial assets she came with to the marriage. In exchange for protection and a
secure place in the social hierarchy, a woman and her family would bring properties and
assets into the marriage with them. This exchange made women whose families
possessed greater capital or property wealth sought-after prizes to be won. This not only
made women gateways to wealth but also gave them the position of being entrusted with
9

conserving familial legacy. Women themselves had no real agency of choice as long as
there was a male figure in their life to handle finances. When she was young, her father
would manage the finances of the home, and when she married, her husband would take
the role. Because of Common Law, a woman, and in reality, also her family, would enter

Jane Turner Censer, The Reconstruction of White Southern Womanhood, 1865-1895 (Baton Rouge, LA, :
Louisiana State University Press, 2003), 7.
9
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the marriage and give up everything to which she had any claim. Any property which she
may have rights to or wages she could have earned if employed now belonged to her
husband. This made women conduits to their birth family's wealth and removed all
standing of women as economic agents.
While the ideal outcome would have been a marriage to a responsible man who
could improve the family legacy, this was not always the case. If a woman entered a bad
marriage, there could be many negative consequences. Women were entirely at the mercy
of not only the decisions of their new husbands but also the consequences of any
financial decisions which these men might have made before marriage. A man could
enter a marriage with a young lady of high society solely to use her wealth to eliminate
his debts, leaving the woman and any children which they may have had utterly
defenseless against such abuse in the eyes of the law. Mary Boykin Chesnut found herself
in that very position. Shortly after her marriage, she found the estate she had inherited
was being used to now pay off her new husband's debts obtained before their marriage.
10

Although she suffered, it did not spur lawmakers around her to act promptly.

Although several southern states began creating protections for the property of
married women, there were three states which did not have legislation protecting the
property of married women or their families. The states of South Carolina, North
Carolina, and Georgia had seen legislation regarding this topic before, but it was not until
after the Civil War that these laws came to pass. However, at the constitutional

Suzanne D. Lebsock, “Radical Reconstruction and the Property Rights of Southern Women,” The
Journal of Southern History 43, no. 2 (1977): p. 195, https://doi.org/10.2307/2207345, 200.
10
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conventions in these three states, the importance of these conversations increased.
Representatives expressed their concerns in these subjects by invoking chivalry and the
memories of helpless women. During the South Carolina Constitutional Convention of
1868, representative James M. Allen painted a picture of such a wolf in sheep's clothing
stalking well-to-do women: "I appeal to you who have lived here all of your lives, and
seen women suffer from the hands of these fortune hunters; the plausible villains, who,
after securing the property of their wives, have squandered it in gambling and drinking; a
class of men who are still going about the country boasting that they intend to marry a
11

plantation, and take the woman as an incumbrance.” The picture painted by Allen in
Columbia was quite vivid; however, it was not unique. All over the former Confederate
states, constitutional conventions struggled with the question of property rights for
married women. How could Southern men do their social duty and protect the women
from the scoundrels, drunks, and gamblers after their money?
The constitutional conventions responded with direct measures to ensure that
women, and their money, would be protected by creating specific legislation to address
this issue. In the state of Georgia, Representative William L. Goodwin, echoing South
Carolina's Allen, called upon chivalric protection by asking that the representatives think
of the children of these families:
"(The children) ...turned houseless and homeless on the charities of this
cold heart the world and forced from a once happy fireside to roam our country

11

Ibid., 198.
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over in search of daily labor, that their few scant earnings may yet render
comfortable that poor silvery headed mother… she is now reduced to abject
poverty, suffering not only for the luxuries but for the actual necessities of life all
for what? To satisfy liabilities, not of her own contraction-liabilities in the hands
12

of that class of men which now holds our unhappy people in its grasp."

Goodwin called upon the representatives to see the plight of these women as not just a
women's issue, but one which would affect the generations to come. While he did
mention them as part of this vision, Goodwin considered women as child-like characters
that must be pampered and cared for without any responsibility or agency. The
"silver-headed mother" was reduced to a helpless creature, which meant that his plea was
not for any justice or fair legal protection for an equal member of society but rather a
secondary child-like character. This imagery also brought forth the topic of familial
legacies and just what was at stake for these men if they did not create legal protections
for women. By leaving the women at risk, they would be jeopardizing their own
descendants and family legacy.
During Reconstruction, the thought of insecurity of familial wealth was a
particularly troublesome one. Especially during the period of military Reconstruction,
white southerners felt particularly uneasy with the level of insecurity their familial
investments and wealth faced as they struggled with the Reconstruction of both their

12

Lebsock, 203
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society and their physical property. In the capitols of former Confederate states, the
representatives of the constitutional conventions were forced to rewrite constitutions that
would not only satisfy the federal government but also preserve a level of normalcy from
their previous social order. This order had been turned on its head as a result of the
emancipation of African Americans. Emancipation completely uprooted the previous
societal structure in the South, which hinged on income and white supremacy. The social
pyramid was a strict structure that organized white society from the few wealthy on top to
the poor whites on the bottom. However, when the concept of slavery and race became
intertwined, the enslaved blacks stood on the outside. The social structure of this time did
not value Black Americans fully as people, but rather as property. This change, along
with the influx of northerners caused much insecurity among the formerly wealthy white
elite. All over the South, once proud daughters who came from long lines of wealthy
estates were forced to step into a world of uncertainty.
Not only were a number of southern cities destroyed, but the number of men
available to wed had also been significantly affected. Approximately one in four white
southern men of military age died in the Civil War, and even more were maimed or
physically impaired as a result of the war, reducing their ability to produce or acquire
wealth. Aside from the tragic loss of human life, this directly affected the population of
men who were available for marriage and created a shortage of southern men in the years
13

following the war. These men were not only those who would marry the incoming

13

J. David Hacker, Libra Hilde, and James Holland Jones, “The Effect of the Civil War on Southern
Marriage Patterns,” Journal of Southern History 76, no. 1 (February 2010): pp. 39-70, 42.
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generation of marriage-age women, but they were also the men who were entrusted with
the foundation of their entire social system.
The complete shattering of their societal foundation, the fear of "carpetbaggers,"
and the disproportionate number of eligible women to men combined to create a need for
these families to safeguard what accumulated wealth may have remained intact.
Representative Goodwin played into these fears directly. He invoked the concept of
generational impact by mentioning both the children as well as elderly women. He called
upon the old social structure, in which honor required that men, especially those who
were listening to his speech, protect their women from any outside threats. Whereas
before there was less pressure to protect these assets, the genuine poverty and large death
toll created a more urgent need for these families to find a way to protect themselves
from any con-men or unscrupulous debtors.
The type of situation that women like the one experienced by Mary Boykin
Chesnut during the war came to the forefront for lawmakers. South Carolina's common
law practices in regards to property did not protect Chesnut's wealth, which she obtained
before her marriage. All property belonged to and was administered by her husband.
Women in Chesnut's situation however, would not have to wait long for a change. Years
later, in Virginia, Mary Ellet Cabell found herself seeking legal advice from her uncle,
jurist Wood Bouldin. Mary Cabell asked how she might purchase a high school from her
husband using her own money. Her husband had acquired a large amount of debt through
this investment, and she asked her uncle for advice in this delicate manner. Bouldin

16

began by reminding Mary that she was "...promptly and amply protected from the claims
of your husband and his creditors, past present and future. "He advised her to purchase
the property. Bouldin reasoned that as long as her husband acknowledged that her
property rights were as legitimate and even "as high, and as holy… as that of a mere
14

stranger's rights", she should make the purchase. Unlike Mary Chesnut, Cabell found
that both the professional legal opinion and the personal opinion of a prominent male,
Bouldin, protected her investments and her status as an independent economic agent. The
fact that these two cases were separated by only a decade indicates a rapid shift in the
status of southern women's property rights.
With Atlanta in ashes, many transplants of unknown backgrounds flooded in to
help rebuild the city. In the Confederacy, one in four southern white men of military age
15

lost his life in the conflict. For women of marrying age, this created a crisis of numbers.
With such a large number of southern men gone, who would they marry? This panic is
best described by a letter written to a publication by the name of The Southern Literary
Messenger. Shortly after the war, an eighteen-year-old young lady from Virginia who
only identified herself as H.R. complained about the lack of southern men to marry. She
feared that "...having only a moderate fortune and less beauty, I fear I shall find it rather
difficult to accomplish my wishes (of getting married)..." she went so far as to ask the
editor, "(D)o you think that I will be overlooked 'amidst this wreck of matter and crush of

14
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Censer, 98.
Hacker, Hidle, and Holland,42.
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men and horses'?"

16

In the minds of the families who had any property left, the fears of

losing the family fortune to a scoundrel of unknown background were more of a reality.
The fears of the lawmakers, however, were not based on concerns about the loss
of rights of their women. Instead, these fears were founded on the loss of familial wealth
and honor. The instability of Reconstruction made addressing the property rights of
married women an issue that would be folded in with other measures also meant to
protect indebted male Georgians. In Georgia, the legislation for married women's
property rights was combined with debtor relief dismissing any debt acquired before
17

1865 and was quickly signed into law in 1866.

Although this change might suggest Georgia was updating its laws to reflect the
progression of women's rights to the rest of the nation, the new laws in southern states
actually represented a larger change as well. The acknowledgment of women as
independent economic agents forced the state and society to fundamentally change the
relationship between gender and property. Women were previously expected to be
18

completely subordinate to men. They were expected to be submissive and defer to
whichever man in their life currently held authority over them. As children, young girls
were expected to submit to the authority of their fathers or the patriarch of their family.
This expectation remained as these girls grew up and until they married. Upon marriage,
women were expected to submit themselves to their husbands. With the revision of

Ibid.,39,
Lebsock, 203.
18
Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820–1860,” American Quarterly 18, no. 2 (1966): pp.
151-174, https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110968859.48,159.
16
17
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southern property laws shortly after the Civil War, however, women were no longer
completely dependent on the actions of the men in their life. The new implementation of
these laws allowed women to act as independent agents in a place they had not been able
to previously. Although this did not mean legal equality, the dynamic between the
genders was shifting nationally. The creation of these laws allowed women to have more
agency in their financial future as well as the futures of those who came after them.
While these laws offered a vast improvement in protection and rights for women,
they lacked clarity of which responsibilities and rights women had under them. The
Georgia courts quickly resolved the lack of transparency. In an 1868 judgment of Huff v
Wright, the defendant, C.A. Wright, attempted to be freed from past debts she acquired
on the grounds that she had acquired them while married. This suit highlighted the flaws
in the legislation and quickly forced the courts to create a clear definition of the rights of
women regarding property ownership. In the end, the courts decided that even in a
marriage, men and women were separate entities. The judgment specified that women
had "...power to purchase, hold and convey property, contract and be contracted with,
19

sue, and be sued as a feme sole." The role of women was now much clearer. Women,
regardless of their marital status, were able to act as property owners in every sense. They
were not liable for the debts of their husbands and were responsible for their own
decisions.

19

Lebsock 209
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Although the new legislation was created to protect familial assets, it ultimately
created more financial agency for women. This increase in agency began a shift in the
kinds of objects inherited by the people of different genders. Women were inheriting
more substantial portions of real and personal property, while men were more likely to
receive capital or parts of businesses. This shift is particularly clear in the wills of Atlanta
women and how they chose to support their loved ones with their inheritance. Many of
the women who were tied directly to families who helped not only physical but
institutional reconstruction efforts were left with large estates to divide among their loved
ones. As time moved forward, these women increasingly continued in the pattern of
protecting their familial wealth, especially in regard to how they assured financial
protection for women.
This was the case in the wills of two women who died in Fulton County, one in
1894 and the other in 1914. Mildred Kennon Caldwell and Sarah O'Keefe were both
Georgia women who moved with their families to Atlanta in search of financial gain.
Both of their families amassed considerable wealth, which they would distribute to their
beneficiaries in their wills. Mildred Caldwell was the well-known wife of Atlanta store
owner, Robert H. Caldwell. In 1891, the couple purchased three lots in the West End
district of Atlanta, where, in partnership with Robert's brother, they set up Caldwell
Brothers' Clothiers and Gents' Furnishers along with a few homes which they rented out.
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Robert and Mildred married, and Mildred gave birth to seven children between 1867

and 1890. Mildred, however, did not enjoy the revenue from her life in Atlanta for long,
dying in 1894 at the age of 51. Similarly, Sarah O'keefe moved with her husband, Dr.
Daniel Cornelious O'keefe, from Greene, Georgia, to Atlanta. In Atlanta, the O'keefes
were very involved in both medical education and public education. Much like Mildred,
Sarah O'keefe's family amassed a large number of assets at the time of their residency in
Fulton County. Along with his involvement in education, Sarah's husband was also
involved in a contracting business, mining, and farming operations.
These women shared many similarities. They were both of the generations that
came into adulthood just as the city was beginning to recover and grow into the major
southern city it would become. While these differences were significant in their life
experience, it is essential to note that the 20-year gap between their deaths significantly
altered the way they chose to divide their estates. In those 20 years, Atlanta became a
very different place. By Mildred's death in 1894, Atlanta would be in the beginning
planning stages of its sewer system and began to expand outwards to the suburbs that are
21

recognizable in the present. These women would have been at the very front of
experiencing these changes however, due to the chronological gap between their deaths,
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they took very different approaches to the same task. It is clear that in their lives Mildred,
Sarah, and their husbands amassed a great deal of real and personal property.
While the laws regarding married women's property separated the estate they
would have brought into the marriage, it also affected the way that they would treat
inherited properties from their deceased spouses, or in the case of Mildred, how they
would treat their share of any joint property in the case of dying before their husbands. In
her will, Mildred specified it would not be her husband, but their children who were the
primary beneficiaries of her estate. In the first item of her will, Mildred made it a point to
specifically leave her daughters with the house. In the second item, she divided the lots
and real property evenly between all her children, male and female. Lastly, she specified
that while her husband Robert would become the executor of the will and hold control
over the properties during his life, the revenue of the businesses and rent from tenant
houses on the lots on Gordon Street would be used specifically for the education and care
of their children until the youngest, Minnie, came of age or was married. Because of the
first item in the will, Mildred's daughters, ranging from ages twenty-seven to four at the
time of her death, stood to benefit the most from a combination of both real and personal
property.
By giving her daughters her house, she assured them that they would have
security. In addition to the split shares of the properties in their names, Mildred's
daughters would always have the real property that they could sell if so inclined. More
importantly, this item provided her daughters with permanent housing security regardless
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of her husband's choices after her death or of the decisions of her daughters' husbands
upon their marriage. Because all three daughters were equal part owners and seen as
equal property owners in the eyes of the law, there was another level of protection from
any individual would-be suitor with ill intent. Because of the new legislation which
protected them as property owners, these daughters were able to have greater security
provided to them. At the time of her death, Eula, Clarance, Robert Jr., and Keenon were
all of age while Carrie Belle and Mildred "Minnie" were sixteen and four years old,
respectively. Because Mildred placed the stipulation in the third item of her will, she gave
her daughters financial agency and assured their long-term protection. This choice makes
Mildred's will distinct in another way. Most women who did not outlive their husbands
tended to leave a vast bulk of their estate to them, but Mildred did not. While she did not
explicitly state her reasons, she did not feel the need to protect her husband or her sons in
the same way as she did her daughters. Her husband was the part-owner of a successful
store and was in seemingly good health. He would live until 1923 and, according to
census records, would continue to own his store even past the sudden death of his brother
a short six years after Mildred's. Mildred could have chosen to leave him out in this way
because she assumed he would remarry, as many men of his generation did after the
death of their wife.
By giving her daughters shares of the rental properties and a guaranteed home to
live in regardless of any unexpected circumstances, Mildred protected her daughters from
the uncertainties that Mildred lived through. The married women's property rights
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secured before Mildred's death meant that she had the autonomy to decide whom she
could protect and in what way. For women during this time, a house was a much more
secure asset. Mildred chose to give her daughters the security of a physical home even
though some of those daughters were already married with children. While women could
live off the revenue of investments, this option was not always a stable one. Women in
the state of Georgia did not gain ownership over wages they earned until the 1940s, so
the option of hoping that her daughters would be able to provide for themselves was also
not assured. Mildred made the decision that best protected her legacy by providing a
place for her daughters to have real ownership of property and agency to do with it as
they wished.
Sarah O'keefe would similarly insist that her granddaughters be afforded the same
level of agency through the inheritance they would receive from her estate, and she did
this by ensuring that her female heirs would inherit real estate. Sarah O'Keefe and her
husband, Dr. Daniel Cornelious O'Keefe, were very involved in the betterment of the
city. Dr. O'Keefe is considered to be the father of Atlanta's public school system, and
Sarah was well known around the city as a prominent member of organizations like the
22

Pioneer Society of Atlanta. After the death of her husband in 1871, Sarah O'Keefe
23

maintained a boarding house. Sarah was performing as her own economic agent. This
meant she could choose to buy, sell, acquire debt, or act in any way any other property
owner would. However, because she was a widow, she was able to collect the revenue
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from this business and use it as she wished. This business was able to maintain her and
her daughters until her time of death. Because much of her husband's property was sold
shortly after his death, Sarah only had to distribute her sources of income and property
24

that she was still in the ownership of to her daughters. In Sarah's will, she made it a
point to leave most of her estate to her grandchildren. By the time of her death, Sarah's
only three surviving children of six - Julia O'Keefe Nelson, Leila O'Keefe Kirkpatrick,
and Maude Blanche Powers - were the last living members of the family that she built
with Dr. O'Keefe. Out of these three, only Leila and Maude had children, so the majority
of Sara's estate went to them. After assuring that her debts would be paid, Sarah was
pragmatic rather than sentimental in the division of her assets. She did not waste any
space on sentimental notes of affection to her family or superfluous language. She left
Edith and Antoinett Kirkpatrick, her granddaughters through Leila, equal parts of a lot in
the center of the city as well as an extra $1,000 of her estate. To the rest of her
grandchildren, she left $2,500 to each granddaughter and $1,000 to each grandson. While
she predictably split the remainder of her properties between her daughters, the items
referencing how the inheritance of the grandchildren was to be handled had some
interesting stipulations. In items ten and eleven, she stipulated that each daughter would
be the trustee for what their children would inherit. However, she explicitly stipulated
that the mother of each child had "...full power and authority to handle, manage, control,
use and invest for her said children each of them during minority, the property herein
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bequeathed, in such a manner and form, and on such terms and conditions as said trustee
may deem advisable, with the direction that the money herein bequeathed to the minor
25

daughters of said trustee be invested in real estate." She later stipulated, however, that in
regards to the income from the property that her grandsons would inherit, that their
mothers were to invest said money however they "deemed advisable," thereby giving
26

them a larger range of opportunities than those received by the granddaughters. Unlike
the instructions Sarah gave for her granddaughters, Sarah did not give specific
instructions as to how to invest the inheritance for the grandsons. This difference
provides insight into just how Sarah thought that her predecessors would be best served
and protected. Sarah wanted to protect her granddaughters by assuring that they will have
a place, such as a house or lot, for themselves. Sarah's granddaughters would not be at the
complete mercy of their spouses. Like Mildred, Sarah made a point to protect the women
and girls of her family by providing them stability through real estate.
Much like Mildred, it is clear that Sarah also understood the importance of
housing security for her daughters. She created this stipulation, thereby giving her
granddaughters a form of stability and financial agency in a marriage that may not
otherwise be available if they relied on funds from a wage-earning job. While Sarah
could not predict what would happen to her family in the future, she ensured that the
women who would carry her family legacy would be well cared for.
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The stories of Mildred and Sarah do not just illustrate the effects of the new
women's property laws, but they are also indicative of the things that the women lived
through and wanted to protect their beneficiaries from. Although both lived through the
instability brought on by the war, Mildred's death was much closer to the actual event,
which had brought so much destruction and housing instability. Especially in the city of
Atlanta, Sherman's troops went through the city and did immense damage to physical
property. Mildred understood that, and therefore she felt it was important to give
ownership of actual property. Sarah, on the other hand, was more removed from the war.
She lived through the Reconstruction and died right as the city of Atlanta began to
stabilize economically. The needs of people during those times were different. The
Atlanta that Sarah came to know was a city that hosted prestigious events that brought in
many different modernities. Atlanta's focus was no longer on rebuilding what was lost,
but in building a foundation for the success of the future. Unlike Mildred, whose focus
was to assure her daughters were successful in securing a physical home, Sarah's
attention reflected the new shift. Sarah's focus was on building generational wealth for
her family. Instead of focusing on a physical house for her family, she focused on
creating investments for her family. The Caldwells and O'keefes exemplify the trajectory
that the city of Atlanta itself experienced.
From the time between Mildred's death to that of Sarah's, Atlanta had shifted its
focus from rebuilding to growth and improvement. Atlanta was no longer rebuilding from
the wreckage; it was looking toward advancement. Mildred and Sarah would live to

27

witness the growth of Atlanta. Between the years of 1860 and 1870, Atlanta's population
27

grew from 10,000 to over 21,000 inhabitants. In the 1880s, Atlanta became the hub of
the New South. Not only were residential areas being rebuilt, but there was also a slew of
new businesses such as hotels, saloons, restaurants, an opera, and other places where
28

Atlantans could spend their disposable income. Men like Henry Grady became
advocates for Atlanta and fought for them to become the hosts of major events that
ushered in technological advances like the International Cotton Exposition in 1881 and
29

the National Commercial Convention in 1885. This rapid growth put the city's
Reconstruction into overdrive. While new transplants focused on rebuilding businesses
and the economy, Atlantans concentrated on rebuilding the losses of their personal
30

properties and rebuilding their neighborhoods.

When Julia O'Keefe Nelson, Sarah's daughter, found herself abandoned by her
husband, she was far from the image that Representative Goodwin had imagined for a
woman in 1866 who had entered a bad marriage. Two decades after Goodwin's
sympathetic portrayal of unfortunate and powerless wives, Julia was able to live the
remainder of her life as an outspoken and involved member of society. She was a
member of several committees and organizations for various causes and even outspoken
in newspapers against powerful men in Atlanta. Even though Julia lived through a
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situation that could have left her completely defenseless, the laws that protected her
family's property ultimately gave her a level of freedom to act as her person more than
she would have been able to have her husband had access to properties which she
inherited.
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CHAPTER TWO
BEING OF SOUND MIND AND DISPOSING MEMORY

For the white southern woman, the question of how she chose to be remembered
or how she chose to remember those she loved, created a complex dance that she was
forced to navigate to fulfill her expected obligation as a proper lady. In the 1880s, society
expected that women remain in the domestic sphere of influence. This sphere required
31

attributes such as piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity. The proper lady was
meant to uphold each of these in every aspect of her life. Women were meant to take care
of their families and be the moral guide of the home, only second to the man’s leadership.
Women in the South were constantly tied to the men in their life. They were seen as
transferable in the way that they were a vessel for the honor of the family. Women would
always be referred to as either someone’s daughter or someone’s wife, which made them
32

vulnerable to a personal attack on their honor and familial honor. For those reasons,
their place in southern society was a submissive one. Their agency was reduced or
completely taken away by their status as the keeper of their home. Ultimately, the values
attributed to private family life, such as domesticity and religious piety, were allocated to
women’s domain. As time went on, these Victorian values began to change because of
events like the Civil War, the budding suffrage movement, and other aspects of early
feminism that empowered women. In the postwar South, women were forced to take on
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roles that made many women enter the public sphere directly by doing things like
entering the workforce and even canvassing the streets for support in politics. The
changes made to these attributes were slowly evolving, but they were reflected in the way
women chose to confront their inevitable end.
One of the most complex of these tasks is the task of remembering. The work of
memory-making in the South is a task that has proven to be full of contradictions. While
everyone in society tends to participate in the act of memorialization, it held a
complicated place for women because of how contradictory it was. For women, it was
both a private and public task. Because dealing with death meant dealing with
vulnerability, women were expected to play a primary role. However, the rituals the
living use to deal with death must also address the public. Although rituals like funerals,
wakes, and other funerary traditions are done in the name of the recently departed, they
are ultimately a way for the living to deal with the loss. From the telling of family
legends meant to immortalize ancestors in the minds of children, to the creation of
memorial associations which helped with public tasks like grave beautification and the
erecting of monuments, women were at the forefront of maintaining the legacy of the
South. In the end, the dead had no say in how their memorial would be carried out. The
only exception to this was if a person left a last will and testament behind. In this will,
they were able to emphasize the values they found most important.
Memory making and legacy keeping are often tied directly to the concept of home
or family. This task was tied to the domestic sphere by expectations of maintaining
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familial memory and, therefore, has been treated as part of feminine gender roles. While
this task was not one that was discussed in books or etiquette manuals of the time as
explicitly expected of women, this sentiment was displayed throughout the actions which
were revered by the community. Even in private life, the importance of memory making
or keeping was clearly showcased in the wills of the women in this study.
Of dozens of wills, Elizabeth Arnold Broyles’ will best exemplifies how public
memory-making and keeping was a gendered task in the American South. While we can
only speculate as to why this is, there are many economic and social ranking that not only
allowed her to value memory in such a way, but that status also made participation in
memory something that was expected of her. Elizabeth Arnold Broyles was the first
daughter of Colonel Thomas Arnold’s eleven children and married to Confederate
senator Edwin N. Broyles. Her father was not only the patriarch of her household but an
outspoken Whig representative from East Tennessee who staunchly opposed secession.
Despite this, in 1865, she married Broyles, a lawyer and colonel in the Confederate army.
33

Elizabeth was well educated and known for being a particularly smart society woman.

She was very publicly involved in tasks that underscored the Victorian views of women’s
roles. In her obituary, she was described as “being remarkable for intellectual force and
34

moral exaltation.” According to her obituary and her husband’s obituary, which was
written years later after her death and after he remarried, she was a prolific and frequent
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contributor to newspapers and other publications of her time. She often wrote in defense
of these values and even received recognition for being a contributor to a publication
which compiled many of her college classmates’ writings on topics of womanhood that
35

included specifics on proper housekeeping and appearances. The availability of an
extensive written record on Elizabeth indicates someone who held a level of social and
economic privilege. She was financially secure and was able to spend her free time
writing and contributing to the culture she was a part of in a very visible way. She was
also very vocal in her community, which was not as common during this time as it would
be today; however, it is another direct effect of the level of privilege she enjoyed as a part
of her social and economic standing. Broyles’ will speaks directly to the general
emphasis that was put on women, and that women put on the task of remembering.
In her will, Elizabeth Broyles makes an outright point to memorialize her parents
and siblings. She does not mince words as to what was important to her, and she directly
memorializes her family by creating a physical monument. Despite having a family of her
own, the family that she chose to memorialize was that of her parents and siblings. The
second item of her will that specifically calls for her entire family’s memorialization in
physical form. In her will, she explicitly asked that part of her estate be used to create a
large marble monument in the Oakland cemetery in Atlanta to commemorate her family
even though those who had already passed were buried in Greeneville, Tennessee. The
second item reads as follows: “My will and desire is that the residue of the proceeds of
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the sale of said land which is described in the first item of this will be used in purchase
and erecting a marble monument a plane substantial one of white marble with plain shaft
at the graves of my father General Thomas T. Arnold my brother Major John Q Arnold
my brother William Henry Arnold. The monuments so erected, I wish to have one side of
it with my father’s name on the opposite side my brother John’s name, on another side
my mothers name when she shall die and on the other side little Henry’s name and the
names of such others of my brothers and sisters if any who may die and have no
36

monument.” At the time of her death, she was married and had even lost a young son in
37

an accident. While there was no mention or instruction in this item, or the rest of the
will as to how the family she created with her husband was to be memorialized. To
Elizabeth, it was more important that her eternal memory be tied to her paternal family.
Through the importance that she placed on this familial tie, it is made clear what she
valued as a person. Elizabeth was the second eldest daughter of eleven brothers and
sisters. While she outlived her father by almost twenty years and was the third to die
behind her younger brother who died in childhood and another brother who died in the
Civil War, her biggest worry was about memorializing her family. Even though none of
them are buried in Atlanta, because of Elizabeth, those who come to her grave will know
their names. Elizabeth chose to literally carve out her memory in stone, not as a writer or
wife or mother, but as her father’s daughter.
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Elizabeth also used the descriptions of the land and items that she gave to her
heirs as another opportunity to directly honor her family. She made a point to show the
family connection when she willed certain items to her children. In Item 7, she asked that
her son Nash would receive “my gold watch which was given to me when a girl by my
38

dear father.” In Item 13 she again invoked the memory of her father by giving her
children the plots of land willed to her through her father’s estate but also placing the
caveat that “My wish is that my children would keep these lots in regard for their
Grandfather Arnold, though I do not require them to do so in hopes that they might
improve them and use them as summer residences- let the lots be assigned or selected or
39

divided among the children by some simple drawing of lots.” Broyles continues to
mention her family, and there is a sense in her will that this point is the most important
one. As the will continues, she distributes the rest of her assets with some fondness
toward her children and husband, but none with the focus on memory or remembrance as
the items specify how she would like to remember her family.
While the physical aspects of this will, like properties and real estate, are
important, it is quite clear that for Elizabeth, the most important aspects of her chosen
legacy are how she chooses to maintain her family legacy and memory. Although this
will was written in April, only five months before her death, according to the
announcement of her passing in the Atlanta Constitution, her passing was a sudden event
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that overtook her in a matter of two weeks. Elizabeth died much sooner than most of her
siblings. The amount of time that passed between the writing of her will and its filing
provides insight into how, even in times of health, she maintained the importance of
keeping the memory of her family members in the public eye not only after their passing
but after hers as well.
Similarly, twenty years later, Mrs. Mary L. White also chose to memorialize her
41

family to her heirs by giving them items directly connected to her familial history. In
each item, Mary gives the name of which specific family member was to receive which
specific family portrait. While she did not elaborate as much as Elizabeth did on these
points, she still spent a significant portion of her will emphasizing exactly which painting
each heir was to receive and addressed the subject of the paintings by their proper title
such as “Dr.” or “Mrs.” and not a familiar term like “My dear…”. In this will, Mary
White chooses to give each heir a piece of family memory. Most notably, she singles out
a girl by the name of Lucille Robinson, whom she claims as a granddaughter and who
was at the time an orphaned 12-13 year old in the Baptist Orphans Home, a portrait of her
42

father as well as her home and almost all of its contents. While the relationship here is
unclear, the focus on memory remains. Lucille married and lived the rest of her life in
New Jersey, so it is also unclear if she ever claimed what she inherited. However, it was
Mary’s intent that indicated the value that memorialization had for her as a person. She
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ensured that all her family would receive a piece of their family memory, even if they
were a young girl in an orphanage. Like Elizabeth, Mary found it important for there to
be a kind of physical memorialization of her family. These examples are not far removed
from the work that was being done through this time by other women in their societies to
memorialize the fallen Confederates and to memorialize the “Lost Cause South” after the
Civil War. While the expectations of upkeep in the familial sphere were similar in the
antebellum period, the importance of memory was heightened under these circumstances.
Because of the focus and importance placed on this concept, it was only natural that
groups or organizations would be created to facilitate efforts for events or projects that
reflected this value.
Memorial organizations specific to gender sprang up all over the South to
commemorate the Confederate dead directly after the war. Women gathered in efforts to
fund monuments and mark specific activities in celebration for the dead. Although by the
1880s, the generation who would have lived the war was beginning to grow older, these
organizations and activities began to grow in popularity. Organizations honoring the
Confederate fallen began to spring up, and all ultimately referred to themselves as a
43

Ladies Memorial Association (LMA). These organizations provided a public space for
women to perform the duties that went along with the same themes and ideas as were
portrayed in what was traditionally seen as appropriate for women. In the same way that
Elizabeth maintained the memory of her family by creating a monument where no one
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outside of her ever lived, LMAs fought to maintain the memory of their dead alive. The
women who were involved maintained familial memory and, therefore, honor. LMAs
were powerful entities with reach in many different aspects of creating memory. For
example, LMAs were directly responsible for many monuments and structures
commemorating Confederate fallen. For example, in 1883, an LMA in Petersburg
Virginia was responsible for funding a new galvanized iron arch at a cemetery, which
housed many Confederate dead.
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Much like in Elizabeth’s will, women around this time began to directly influence
the public sphere, becoming more involved in the organization of specific memorial days
46

to honor their dead. Whereas public engagement had previously been seen as
inappropriate for women, by the late-nineteenth-century, these women’s organizations
emphasized the importance of physical reminders of their loved ones in public spaces.
Statues, monuments, and other public places of remembrance became common focuses of
44
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fundraising efforts. These fundraising efforts are an important insight into
understanding what people valued. Even though the South was still rebuilding, white
southerners were able to fund several notable works of art. In 1894 the Atlanta Ladies
Memorial Association unveiled the Lion of Atlanta in Oakland Cemetery, where
Elizabeth was laid to rest nine years before. This six-foot-tall white marble statue of a
dying lion is an impressive sight to behold. The lion lays with its large head resting on a
Confederate flag, and his mouth open just enough to display his large sharp teeth.
Although he was a fierce competitor in life, he is clearly a fallen mighty foe. The marble
is inscribed with the words “Unknown Confederate Dead” meant to honor the unknown
48

fallen Atlanta soldiers of the Confederacy.  Although the Lion was funerary art, its
unveiling was a celebration. The memorial was impressive and affected its viewers. One
writer for the Atlanta Constitution referred to it as “...one of the most beautiful, if not the
49

most beautiful moments ever erected by any federal of Confederate dead.” Its unveiling
happened during that year’s Confederate Memorial day, when many veterans and
descendants gathered to pay their respects. Along with several other ceremonies honoring
the dead, the article about the day was not sad or somber. The author’s tone was jovial,
and he described the joy that the attendees displayed in their interactions with the
memories of their fallen friends. In describing the interactions between the men, the
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author focuses on their memories of battle. “For over two hours the men who wore the
gray mingled together telling tales of long ago, cracking old jokes and singing their
stirring war songs, just like they used to do when marching through the valleys of
50

Virginia…” The men remembered the war in public as a kind of bonding experience.
When the author describes the interactions that the women have with the memory of the
same event, he spoke in more romantic terms. “...(the) monument is not only a lasting
token of respect to the memory of these dead heroes, but will ever be an ornament to the
city of Atlanta, and which as the years shall pass will increase the interest it will excite in
the hearts of all those who love the beautiful art or respect patriotism and the highest
51

courage…” The description of that day’s events is not too distant from the kind of
memorialization Elizabeth chose. While her chosen form of memorialization was also
funerary art, it does not carry any kind of sorrow in the descriptions. If anything, her
wishes carry notes of pride and resolve - pride in those who passed before her and resolve
that those who come after her will be remembered. The lion is an appropriate kind of
memorial gift from the Atlanta LMA because it is a sentimental piece. Although it is a
masculine symbol of war, the focus of the piece is on the sentimentality of the lion.
Southern men and women had competing gendered visions for how
memorialization should be accomplished. Organizations made up of men, such as
veteran’s organizations, were finding their own ways to memorialize their dead by
creating monuments and events which had a military focus rather than a focus on
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sentimentality. For example, the creation of the Confederate monument at Stone
Mountain was affected by the struggle between these two perspectives on
memorialization. Beginning in 1915, Helen Pane, President and Founder of the UDC
Atlanta chapter, proposed a large monument to honor the Confederacy on a large
mountain made of solid granite. Quickly, a new committee formed specifically for this
task. The Stone Mountain Confederate Memorial Association, SMCMA, originally
proposed their vision of a “hundred-foot-tall head of general Lee” design to artist Gutzon
Borglum as Lee was considered an ideal depiction of honor and a picture of a pious man.
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While Borglum did not agree with the subject matter, his view on memorialization was

influenced by gender roles. He envisioned a design for the monument, which was more
focused on grandiose military plans. Borglum saw this as an opportunity to create a
masterpiece and proposed a freise with hundreds of soldiers riding behind as four central
Confederate figures stood in the foreground. Eventually, this grandiose vision changed to
a portrait style depiction of Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and Jefferson Davis. The
construction of the monument was national news. Even as far as the newly formed
territory of Alaska newspapers reported on the construction of the monument and
regarded the UDC’s women as their... . Borglum even originally intended for the
monument to include a hall at its base to pay tribute to southern white women entitled
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Memory. This sculpture was supposed to be a seated and veiled woman who was meant
to resemble Plane, who had at the time of the proposal passed away. Financial conflicts,
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internal concerns, and the outbreak of the First World War changed the original plans,
and the hall was never hollowed out at the base of the mountain. Although the hall and
statue never came to be, the detailed sketches and proposal of such a statute provided
insight into the intertwined relationship between women, memory, and the Lost Cause.
Women were seen as the keepers of sentimental memory. Sorrow for the loss of those
around them was juxtaposed against the pride in what they considered to be the defense
of their way of life. Officially unveiled in 1924, the monument was a point of pride.
Although the project was passed along to a few different artists after disagreements with
the board, memory and the women upheld it.

42

CHAPTER THREE
GENTILITY AND HONOR IN THE EXPANSION OF WOMEN’S GENDER ROLES

Following the Civil War, white southern society was struggling to maintain the
perceived continuation of their previous way of life. Atlanta and her citizens struggled to
build up their city from the ground up. Even though the war completely rearranged the
previously established hierarchy in society, many white southerners tried to keep change
from happening. However, they could not stop the vast changes that had been set in
motion from the moment the men left for war. Upper and middle class women were
forced to take on roles outside of their traditional closed domestic space. Women began
to take on jobs and responsibilities that were outside of their household and many were
quite successful thereby permanently changing the dynamic between women, men, and
their place is public life. When the war finished and the men returned home, the
emancipation of African Americans, along with the new roles women took diminished
the power of the previous hierarchy of white men. This rapid change created a struggle
for those trying to rebuild their lives. The men who returned and women attempted to
return to their previous life even though it was slowly slipping away. Although the war
had changed many aspects of their lives, they made efforts to maintain the hierarchy of
their society, even if it was only in superficial ways.
In the antebellum South, the performance of gender roles was deeply tied to
every aspect of life among elites. Both men and women were expected to take on tasks
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and patterns of behavior becoming to both their gender as well as their economic class.
Although this system theoretically applied to all of society, the only people able to gain
advantage or even participate in it were upper and middle class white southerners.
Gendered roles and behavior seen as appropriate for upper and middle class white
women were defined by a set of guidelines that centered around their authority in the
domestic and personal aspects of life. The conduct becoming of a girl, young lady, or
woman centered around her duties to the home and family.
All of these roles were based on concepts of honor. Honor was the force that
subliminally drove this system, a complicated mix of both authority and vulnerability.
Honor, like currency, could be gained or lost and was defendable even by death. In
Bertram Wyatt-Brown’s Honor and Violence in the Old South the author defines honor as
“the concept… designed to give structure to life and meaning to valor, hierarchy, and
family protection.”
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In Wyatt-Brown’s conceptualization, honor was completely

intertwined with community involvement. These rules were a way to control the way that
55

gentlemen were expected to behave in a public setting.

The understood assumption of

public participation in how individual and family identity were formed solidified the
importance of the collective mind in the community, which in turn intensified the
pressure placed to conform to specific gender expectations. Second, Wyatt-Brown points
out that one of the key points of Southern Honor is that it is a dual concept. On one hand,
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Wyatt- Brown describes the concept of Gentility and on the other that of Primal Honor.
Gentility is the kind of honor that is ascribed to gentlemen who belonged to the upper
56

classes. His honor, however, as well as his family’s honor, was not safe merely by birth.
Gentility required several moral attributes to be present, including sociability, learning,
57

and piety.” If gentility demanded that men act with a level of compassion, it was often
at odds with the more rough side of honor, which Wyatt- Brown refers to as Primal
Honor. While Gentility required that the gentleman value things like piety and
learnedness, Primal Honor’s core expectations were much less about the personal
behavior of the individual and much more to do with his role as the family’s protector. In
contradistinction to Gentility, Primal Honor called for defense, which would commonly
mean violence, when the honor of the family was brought to question. While Gentility
demanded that a man be pious and follow Christian teachings, Primal Honor expected
58

him to defend his honor. These two concepts were directly at odds with each other.
Gentility demanded that men be “christ like” and turn the other cheek, while primal
honor required that they defend their own honor as well as the family’s.
Both of these ideas of honor existed simultaneously in Southern society and
affected the way that men interacted with the world around them. While honor has been
discussed as a male concept, women were not free of its influence. Women themselves
were not able to be honorable directly on their own merit. Instead, women were seen as a
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kind of human vessel for the honor of their family. Particularly important was the idea of
women as the moral guides for the home and in public. Wyatt- Brown describes this
influence as critical to the dynamics of the entire system of honor. Wyatt- Brown
specifically notes that a woman’s sexuality had a direct effect on not only her honor but
the honor of those in her family. “Women’s sexual powers were formidable. They could
damage or destroy male reputation, that of their own men or of others. They could make
59

complaints publicly about mens’ failings as providers, lovers, and family leaders.” This
level of vulnerability placed pressure on women to uphold their purity in public while
also giving men the task to defend it, even if it meant resorting to less gentlemanly ways
of doing so. While women could directly damage men’s honor, women themselves were
targeted to damage the familial honor. “... nothing could arouse such fury in traditional
societies as an insult hurled against a woman of a man’s household, most especially his
60

mother…. To attack his wife , mother, or sister was to assault the man himself. ”

Women could not be honorable but could stand to lose honor for her family and the men
in her life by acting in a way that was contrary to the decrees of womanhood. “Southern
male honor required that women be burdened with a multitude of negatives, a not very
subtle way to preserve male initiative in the never-ending battle of the sexes. Female
61

honor had always been the exercise of restraint and abstinence.” Men could gain or lose
their own honor according to their own actions. Women, on the other hand, were
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responsible for the honor of the family. One misstep or mistake could diminish the
familial honor.
To understand honor is to understand one of the foundational pieces of gender
roles in the Antebellum south; this concept was maintained as a key concept in southern
society well into the 20th century. Although it was an established part of upper class
southern society, it was not constant in actuality. While the concept of honor and ideal
womanhood were highly regarded, they were an ideal that
Because family honor demanded women’s complete devotion to their home and
family, the laws created by men reflected these attitudes. For many years, women were
not legally considered responsible for many basic rights and freedoms which we, as a
society now take for granted. In Georgia, it was not until 1943 that the wages earned by
married women belonged to them and not to their husbands and even the right to serve or
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even be called up for jury duty was not afforded to women until 1946. Although these
are seemingly random or even unimportant rights women gained in the 20th century, the
lack of women’s voices in deciding where their money would go or whether or not they
could participate as part of the legal system, further reinforced the dominance of white
men’s expectations and therefore, further controlled them. White southern women were
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expected to adhere to what Barbara Welter refers to as “True Womanhood.” While this
concept theoretically stretched across socio-economic boundaries, much like honor, its
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highest achievements and recognitions were really only meant for the elite class. Welter
divides the virtues of womanhood into four cardinal parts “...piety, purity,
64

submissiveness, and domesticity….” These four concepts closely reflect the idea of
gentility in many ways with the addition of domesticity and submissiveness. Unlike
Wyatt-Brown’s concepts of gentility for men, women had the additional tasks which kept
them submissive to the men around them. Even though these ideals were the standard that
was applied to all white women, it is important to note that both race and class distinction
played a large part in who was able to participate or benefit from this system in any way.
Although technically all white women were expected to behave within these standards
and maintain their place within the domestic sphere, neither working class women nor
women of color could participate in this system. Because the system itself was based
greatly in white supremacy, people of color were not considered to have any kind of
honor and therefore their participation was not possible. While working class women
could technically participate in the system, the reality of their financial situations forced
them to work outside of their own home and therefore step outside of their appropriate
sphere. The only way to participate in this game of ladies and gentlemen, was to have the
privilege to do so. In this case, those requirements were that a person first be white and
second, had the money to do so. This system allowed for upper and middle class white
women to have access to possibilities that the women outside of those classes or of that
system did not have.
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Women, like gentlemen belonging to the same class, were expected to gear their
lives toward religion with piety and purity central to the creation of the roles women were
expected to fulfil. While men were expected to behave in a pious way toward those
around them, for women, piety and purity were the moral justification to their place in
society. Piety and purity combined with submissiveness and domesticity were meant to
create a perfect woman who could be a religious example to those around her while
maintaining the home, and acknowledging her husband’s leadership in all matters.
Women reminded gentlemen of their commitments to their faith when the more violent
tendencies of their “nature” showed themselves, however they were simultaneously
65

expected to submit to their men. A later reflection of these values can be seen in the
character of Melanie Hamiliton in Margaret Mitchell’s nostalgic Gone With The Wind . In
this novel, Mitchell creates an ideal southern belle to act as a foil to the protagonist
Scarlett O’Hara, an anti-hero who is the exact opposite of every value listed. The
character of Melanie Hamilton is, at the end of the day, a fictional character and the
expectation that a woman can behave as both the moral guide and yet have no authority
over men was contradictory. These contradictions and expectations are what kept women
tied to the domestic sphere. A woman was supposed to be pure and yet produce children,
be the religious guide and yet have no authority. Although the argument could be made
that piety was one the most highly regarded value, in actuality, submission to men it
generally took precedence. The separation of spheres was a way to convince women that
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they were equal to men, although this was only within their own sphere.
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Women were

able to handle all the tasks that dealt with domestic life and with sentimentalities but the
tasks that dealt with decision making were administered by men, as was appropriate of
their place in society.
War caused these women to step outside of their prescribed roles. Primarily out
of necessity, women gained more autonomy and redefined what these roles would be.
Gender roles changed out of necessity as women entered the workforce and were forced
to actively participate in decisions about business in their husbands’ absence. Women
from upper and middle classes who had before been kept away from public life and
decision making were not able to continue that lifestyle.
The aftermath of the war created a situation where they were either forced to have
agency or were able to take agency which they did not have previously out of necessity.
Many women had to help support their households or even support them completely.
Especially in the city of Atlanta, the large loss of personal property created a need for
women to become wage earners in their families. White women could no longer rely on
white men because one fourth of them had died in the war, and many of those who came
back had disabilities which prevented them from working. These factors completely
changed the previous dynamic between the genders. Men were no longer the only ones
with the ability to provide, protect, or make decisions. In legal matters, like the married
women’s property laws, the changes made as an attempt to maintain a previous way of
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life were an example of just how much the actual role of women had changed. In the case
of the property laws, women were beginning to break away from the traditional power
structure. Whereas before, a woman would submit complete control of any property she
may have had rights to before, she was now legally an independent agent thereby
67

unintentionally giving her a place in public discourse that she had not had in the past.

Before and during the Civil War, the only appropriate kinds of work for women
of this social class were volunteer positions that directly complemented the cardinal
values of womanhood. These were usually connected to either the church or that had
served the Confederacy. Before the war, Mrs. S. L. Daggs wrote about her time working
for a religious vineyard while ensuring that it did not interfere with her domestic duties.
During the war, women participated in sewing circles or nursing to help aid the
Confederate cause. These kinds of jobs also catered to the values of womanhood by
appealing to them as members of the homefront. Women were fulfilling their role as the
domestic support for their men at war time by supporting their men much like their social
standing already asked them to do. Even the concept of motherhood and their relationship
with their children were used as a way to support the Confederate cause. Women were
expected to show their commitment to the cause by giving up their sons as the ultimate
patriotic sacrifice.
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They were expected to help support the men who were out on the

front lines fighting to protect them and to play their part to fight the war.
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After the devastation of the war, southern families were under much more
financial strain, especially in cities like Atlanta, which not only suffered the immense toll
of the loss of human life, but was also physically devastated. One- fourth of all adult
white males died during the Civil War which created a large gap in the workforce.
70

Women were both willing and able to fill these spots. Upper class women were not the
only ones affected by this tragedy. While many women who had not previously belonged
to the upper class were already part of the workforce in roles such as domestic servants,
the labor shortage forced them to take jobs in factories and other jobs which were much
more traditionally labor intensive.
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The women of the upper and middle classes were not far behind. in 1860 only
four women claimed to be gainfully employed in Augusta, Georgia. By 1863, however,
an Augusta woman by the name of Mary Jones wrote about the household income and
cost of supplies when her mother in law gifted the family with a cow to help add to the
72

income she and her husband were already bringing to the table. As Atlanta city was
rebuilt from the ashes, women continued to enter the workforce. By the turn of the
century, the women of Atlanta were not only working, but as time progressed, their rate
of employment steadily increased. By 1900 over 20% of Atlanta’s white women were
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gainfully employed. This figure rose to over 30% only 10 years later. Women were also
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stepping outside the traditional domestic role by entering jobs that both appealed to the
traditional gender roles but also demanded stepping into public in a way that women of
these classes had not previously done.
Women began to demand greater access to higher education along with a place in
jobs that dealt with academia itself. During these years, women in Georgia were
especially active in entering teaching and library work. In Atlanta particularly, women
were instrumental in establishing not only an expansive library system that serviced
several different communities, but also establishing education for women to fill the roles
of librarians all over the South. Because these roles were considered cultural
preservation, the small stretch for women to enter them in an employment capacity, was
seen as more socially acceptable for these women than professions further away from this
scope.
The Young Men’s Library Association (YMLA) and the Carnegie Library of
Atlanta were both places that accepted women as librarians and even so far as preferred
74

them over the employment of men, some of which were even Confederate veterans.

Starting with the hiring of the first six female librarians of Atlanta, women were entrusted
with keeping the city’s public source of knowledge in a way that was not common in
other public spaces. The women who worked in these libraries were “...admired and even
cherished by their library boards and their public.”
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The original six librarians of the
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YMLA were all young, well educated, high society ladies from a desirable pedigree prior
to the war. Although work outside of the home would have been seen as inappropriate for
ladies of their class, their employment at the library was considered an admirable
position. While all the women brought home a salary, they were all unmarried and
usually left the post once they married.
The librarians’ position was considered appropriate for respectable young women
because it was considered “cultural development” in the postwar period. The close ties
with memory and familial legacy made the library a position that was in close enough
proximity to their previous expectations of womanhood. The southern occupation and
complete upheaval of the social hierarchy made the position of librarians as keepers of
76

“culture” a particularly important one. Much like the involvement of the United
Daughters of the Confederacy in the rewriting of school textbooks, which painted the
south in a sympathetic or even courageous manner, these librarians were seen as an
important part of the southern attempt to reassert the antebellum social hierarchy.
Although the acquisition of these jobs themselves went directly against the virtue of
domesticity, the need for white southerners to reestablish white supremacy in the culture,
allowed for the sphere of domesticity to expand and include the realm of librarians. The
domestic sphere also spread to include jobs like teachers and nurses which, much like
library work, allowed upper class women to obtain an income, while also maintaining the
charade of following the expectations of womanhood.
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Julia O’Keefe Nelson was one of these women who involved themselves with
these domestic-adjacent activities in the public eye . Although Julia was not gainfully
employed, she was an active member of the Atlanta Board of Education. Julia, like her
77

father, was heavily involved in scholarship as a member of the board of education. This
leadership role was very much in the public eye, however, she was not the only woman
on the board. O’Keefe Nelson, along with Mrs. May Walker, were present for a public
event on behalf of the Board of Education.
Women like O’Keefe Nelson and Walker were examples of the expansion of
women’s traditional roles as keepers of the home to active participants in the shaping of
young minds.The transition from the moral pillar of the family to educator was a more
seamless transition because the jobs were similar in their roles. As the moral compass of
the home, antebellum white women used the concepts of religion and white supremacy to
teach the new generations how to behave. While these lessons did not stop at the turn of
the century, their step into the job market and the public sphere allowed them to have
access to a broader group of children and to the culture itself. White supremacy allowed
these white women to step into a public position and in return, many of the positions
available were used to pursue a Lost Cause narrative.
O’Keefe Nelson was a strong advocate for teaching materials inside classrooms
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which were backed by the second incarnation of the Ku Klux Klan. The relationship
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Julia shared with the KKK also made the connection between the concepts of white
supremacy and its relationship with white womanhood evident. In the pamphlet ABC of
the Invisible Empire, W. J. Simmons, the Imperial Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan at the
time, wrote and printed a concise summary of the core values, objects, and purposes of
the organization. Throughout the document, Simmons made part of the first objective of
the Klan to “; to shield the sanctity of the home and the chastity of womanhood; to
maintain white supremacy;... and maintain the devotedness to conserve, protect, and
maintain the distinctive institutions, rights, privileges, principles and ideals of a pure
Americanism,... to succor the suffering and unfortunate, especially the widows and
79

orphans .”

Simmons invoked the social hierarchy of the old south by describing the

organization as “(one) of Chivalry ... embodying in its genius everything all that is
chivalric in conduct, noble in sentiment, generous in manhood, and patriotic in purpose.”
80

By invoking the memory of the prewar idealized “chivalric” society, which neither he

nor his contemporaries experienced, Simmons called people to defend ideas of white
supremacy by also reminding them of their role as protectors of the white domicile and
white womanhood.
While this call for protection seems to recall a time when women were more
strictly relegated to their homes, in reality, women were prevalent in public life in a way
that they had not been previously, and the Klan was not aiming to change that. They did
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not claim removing women from the workforce as their objective in any way. In fact,
there are cases of them using the help of well-connected women to attempt to shape their
agendas. In the early 1920s as the first woman to sit on a board of education, O’Keefe
Nelson advocated for Klan-approved literature which removed the mention of the
Catholic church from history curriculum. Although she was ultimately unsuccessful, her
81

relationship with the Klan in this context proved to be a symbiotic one. O’Keefe
Nelson’s efforts extended to her involvement in the Atlanta Women’s Club where she
helped raise funds for the beautification of children’s classrooms. A contemporary
description of her event notes that “this movement to beautify the schoolrooms has our
heartiest sympathy, as a more beautiful environment for our children means in the next
82

generation a nobler race of men and women.” This description of fundraising ties the
ideas of preservation of culture with that of improvement or at least preservation of white
status. These relationships gave elite white women the power to act in more independent
ways than they had previously been able to.
This changing relationship is exemplified in the will of Sarah O’Keefe, Julia
O’Keefe Nelson’s mother. Although O’Keefe Nelson shared the responsibilities of an
executor equally with her other two sisters, in other parts of the will, she is the de facto
trustee upon the death of her sisters. According to Sarah’s will, neither husband is
appointed to act as trustees for the children, only Julia. As long as the three of them are

81
82

Pegram, Thomas R. 105-106.
“Educational Notes.” Southern Educational Journal 12, no. 1 (November 1898): 219. Add url

57

alive, they are each completely responsible for their parts of the will. This level of
responsibility placed on a larger group of married women is different than the previous
pattern for executors. In the wills of women from Fulton County.
As the scope of the domestic sphere began to further expand, women began to
entrust each other with tasks which would have previously been left up to or been
supervised by men. Between 1880 and 1920 there was a general shift for women to
switch their executors. Before the turn of the century, women usually tended to entrust
the execution of their last will to either a singular person or a small group of people, one
or two persons, of the same gender. However between 1900 and 1920 there was a shift
towards larger groups of executors of mixed genders. These groups tended to be siblings
or a mix of siblings and/or grandchildren of both genders. It is important to note that the
wills examined leave out women who had living partners who, to this day, would
traditionally become the executors of their partner’s will. This shift in the layout of
responsibilities represented a shift in the overall scope of gender roles. Much like
women’s roles in the job market, the perceived capability of women to handle
responsibilities such as the execution of a will, was shifting.
In 1896 Maggie E. Pines finalized her will and named a Mr. Chas S. Jones as its
executor. At 50 years of age, she was a widow whose only surviving child was 22 year
old Edwar Dozien Pines. Although she could have named him as the executor of her will,
she chose a singular outside party to manage the estate after her death. Although three
years later she added a codicil at the end of the will giving her son full control over his
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trust before the age of 25, she still named a sole outside party as her executor. Similarly,
in 1898 Sarah Liebman chose her nephew as executor for her will even though she named
all five of her children as equal beneficiaries.Although two of the five children were of
age, she still chose to have her nephew, who was only three years older than her eldest
84

daughter who was twenty one at the time of her death, as the will’s executor. Although
she could have chosen to create a group of executors and include her daughters, she only
chose one. Although the married women’s property laws would have protected any
married female executors, from any legal actions their husbands could have taken, the
cultural shift moved slowly. After the turn of the century, there is more evidence of
women in Fulton county creating groups of three or more executors, usually of mixed
genders, rather than a single executor or pair of executors of one gender.
After the turn of the century, women and men are seen with greater frequency as
equal parties in the realm of will executors. On December 4th, 1899, just 27 days shy of
seeing the new century, Harriet E. Hayden died in Fulton county leaving behind six
remaining adult children to divide the estate that she and her late husband had amassed
over their lifetimes. Unlike Pine or Liebman who had only written their wills a year
before, Hayden’s will followed along with the newer patterns to come. In her will,
Hayden stipulated that all her adult children would split the benefits and responsibilities
of the sale of any property equally. Throughout her will the sentiment that is repeated the
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most in her will is her wish to see her children take equal responsibility regardless of their
85

marital status or gender. The only time she mentions marital status is when she makes
provisions for any future grandchildren she may have from her two unmarried sons if
they marry after her death but for the most part, she insists that her children deal with the
86

revenue evenly. Similarly Eliza A. Mayer made the executors of her will her son
Solomon, son in law Samuel, sister in law Isabel, and her daughter Ida her collective
group of executors. Unlike Harriet Hayden, Eliza has more specific directions as to what
she wanted her executors to do with her assets, however, she still chose to have her
executors have equal say in the handling of her will. All executors have equal say and
they all have the same responsibilities to the will.
The change in the kinds of the executors that these women chose to use reflect the
increased equity between women and men in public roles. While in public discourse,
many wealthy Atlantans of the time presented a notion that they still followed the social
norms of the antebellum south, in reality, the role of women in the public sphere was
changing and stretching beyond what it had been previously. The acceptance of women
into the roles connected to public education were just close enough to the previous
expectations of domesticity to allow for women to step out into public life. This
advancement, however, lived in symbiosis with elite preservation and particularly white
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supremacy. White women were able to step into these roles in part because they helped
enforce the system that kept whites in a place of power. Although women like Julia
O’Keefe Nelson used their place in the public eye as a way to advocate for conservative
causes, Nelson transgressed the older norms of female respectability and was an
outspoken member of her community not only in her advocacy for the curriculum of
schools but also of the national politics as seen in her support of future president
Woodrow Wilson in 1912 and her correspondence with political figure Thomas E.
87

Watson. Upper class Georgia women during this time had a complicated relationship
with the idea of womanhood and respectability. Although many fought against outright
feminist causes like suffrage, the same women benefited by being able to bring those
matters into the public eye. Much like the intended versus the actual consequence of the
Married Women’s Property laws, the actions intended to maintain the social hierarchy of
the antebellum south actually ended up profoundly changing the power dynamic between
these upper class white women and what was considered respectable by elite society.
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CONCLUSION

The fifty years between 1880 and 1920 saw the complete rebirth of
Atlanta. From the ashes rose a city that would become a national metropolis
beyond anything Henry Grady could have ever imagined. In those same fifty
years, women were able to redefine their roles. The collective narrative of these
wills is reflective of a society that was wrestling with its identity. Although the
South wanted to hold on to its traditions and ideologies, the passing of time and
the events that affected the area ultimately created a necessity to move away from
the traditions and rules that white southerners had considered as a key part of their
identity. Through these wills and their surrounding circumstances, the change in
the relationships between white southern culture and women can be traced. By the
time that the 19th Amendment was passed and ratified, the women of Atlanta
were already proving themselves to be more independent in many ways than their
predecessors. The women in this work were all individuals with stories and
circumstances that made their cases unique. Women like Julia O’keefe Nelson
were using the system to make themselves public figures in ways that had been
previously considered inappropriate. Her mother Sarah was a property owner who
profited from businesses that she and her husband built despite his death
preceding hers by 40 years. While these women were making moves that had
been outside of the scope of their previous place in society, there were still some
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lingering aspects of the culture that affected some of the women. Elizabeth
Arnold Broyles’s and Mary L. White’s devotion to the memory of their families,
for example, reflected expectations of women that carried over from a social
structure that had evolved beyond its previously rigid expectations.
These changes eventually led white women to gain public rights that had
previously not been available, such as suffrage. Although many women were split
on whether they should vote or not, by engaging in public discourse surrounding
the topic of respectability and a woman’s place they were inherently engaging in
feminist discourse which had previously been frowned upon. While some
southern anti-suffragists considered engaging in politics to be outside of the
respectable scope of domesticity, suffragists countered with claims of protecting
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the home through suffrage. These arguments and sentiments are echoes of the
discourse seen in the wills. Much like in the wills, women were attempting to
redefine their place in southern society in a world that was changing.

Marjorie Spruill. Wheeler, New Women of the New South: the Leaders of the Woman Suffrage Movement
in the Southern States (New York, NY: OUP USA, 1994), 40.
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